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Small firm internationalisation and the objective characteristics 
of managers: An importer's relationship marketing perspective 
 
1 - Introduction 
The emphasis of most internationalisation research has been on growing outwards, that is 
how and why businesses export their goods (Knudsen & Servais, 2007; Lye & Hamilton, 
2001). However, there is a vital, and often neglected, counterpart of international exchanges; 
the importer. The boundaries of international exchange and concomitant challenges are 
becoming far more unclear in this day and age, and researchers have investigated areas of 
importing such as; stimuli (Katsikeas, 1998), problems (Katsikeas & Dalgic, 1995), 
relationship performance (Lye & Hamilton, 2001), relationship quality (Skarmeas & Robson, 
2008), relationship strength (Hewett, Money, & Sharma, 2006), and relationship survival 
(Payan, Obadia, Reardon, & Vida, 2010). In importer-exporter relationships, there is a need 
for parties to enter into a mutually effective business commitment. This is argued to be 
important from the importer’s perspective as it is the importer’s prerogative to continue 
purchasing the imported product (Hewett, et al., 2006). These importers’ and their partners’ 
commitment to the relationship can be fraught with challenges; inhibitors and barriers, for 
example, to the purchasing process as summarised by Quintens, Pauwels and Matthyssens 
(2006).  
This study proposes that these disruptions may be a result of internal, objective characteristics 
(Smith, Dowling, & Rose, 2011), which alter their perspective and behaviour. Even so, the 
commitment parties have towards each other can often be facilitated or strengthened, and it is 
this area of internationalisation process theory that the study will be investigating. In other 
words, how do importers’ skills help the relationship? The theory of the internationalisation 
process (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) and relationship marketing (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) are 
drawn on to help explain how concepts such as psychic distance influence relationship 
quality. Ever since theories of international trade began explain the behaviour of growth in 
nations, research has tended to address research problems and seek solutions at a national 
level. Only more recently has the field of international business research seen the firm 
become the focus of international inquiry. This is a logical shift in perspective, as according 
to Hill, Cronk, and Wickramasekera (2011) countries don’t engage in trade anymore, it is the 
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firms. The late 1970’s saw the development of the behavioural perspective of 
internationalisation, an area that is now often dichotomised by researchers who end up 
drawing from either of two main philosophies; the Uppsala internationalisation model (U-
Model), and the Innovation related model (I-Model). These models are described as “stage 
models”, and outline firm growth as a series of sequential steps that are driven by the 
dynamics between knowledge and commitment (Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977). In other words, firms make decisions based on the availability of knowledge, and 
consequently increase their commitment to international markets or activity. Concomitant 
with these models of bounded rationality is a concept, which has received widespread 
criticism, that addresses the factors interrupting the flow of knowledge; psychic distance 
(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). 
A priori, it is challenging to deal with unfamiliar markets, and psychic distance purposively 
determines which markets firms tend to enter. That is, firms are expected to enter into 
markets with which they share the fewest differences or experience the least amount of 
disruption to the flow of information, otherwise knows as psychic distance (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 1977); however, scholars have contended over this since its inception. More recently, 
there has been a push to understand perceived psychic distance, which, simply put, relates 
more specifically to the sum of factors that inhibit individuals’ intake of information. For 
example, an individual’s ability to understand multiple foreign languages by extension 
reduces the risk that information is misunderstood, and results in easier market entry. The 
relatively new area of both importing and perceived psychic distance requires attention, 
especially as they relate to SMEs and their managers. From the exporter’s perspective, many 
of the factors that were purported to explain export growth have already been investigated 
such as; education, orientation, background, languages, and even age (Bilkey, 1978; Brooks 
& Rosson,1982; Cavusgil & Nevin, 1981; Chadee & Kumar, 2001; Simmonds & Smith, 
1982; Swift, 1999). More recently, Smith et al. (2011) conceptualised a new framework, it’s 
purpose being to provide a holistic framework and research agenda to contribute to theory, 
and lead the field to a better conceptualisation of psychic distance. This research will seek to 
explore a component of this framework in an importing specific context, which will help 
better understand the objective characteristics’ influence. 
Researchers investigating from a behavioural perspective have always faced a dichotomous 
choice, looking at either; pure behavioural models, or resource dependent models (Aykol, 
Leonidou, & Zeriti, 2012). Importing research first appeared in the early 1960s, the first 
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article investigating the impact of international sourcing of products, yet its progression has 
remained relatively idle compared to exporting (Aykol, Leonidou, & Zeriti, 2012). 
Interestingly, the behavioural paradigm has been applied to construct such as trust, 
commitment, satisfaction, relationships, and psychic distance (e.g., Bianchi & Saleh 2010; 
Karande, Ha, & Singhapakdi 2008; Leonidou & Kaleka, 1998) in importer specific contexts. 
Even so, companies have only just started to comprehend the importance of importing in 
improving their competitive positions within international markets (Trent & Monczka, 2003); 
however, the question now needs to address how effectiveness can be improved. 
Furthermore, there still remain gaps in how these constructs relate to the perceived distance 
of individuals, who also only have limited knowledge and ability when making decisions. As 
such, this research intends firstly to build on the current paucity of importing related research. 
Secondly, it will investigate in more detail the importance of objective characteristics, in 
relation to commitment and trust in suppliers. The final justification for this research is that it 
will shed more light on perceived psychic distance (Smith, et al., 2011) in an Australian 
importer specific context. These accomplishments will ideally occur in line with Johanson 
and Vahlne’s (1977) knowledge and commitment framework, upon which the psychic 
distance construct is contingent.  
This research will be qualitative in nature. This entire field of research is based on a rich 
qualitative background and, as such multiple, case studies will be researched to develop a 
holistic understanding of the problem (Ghauri, 2004; Yin, 2009). The importance of the study 
relies on the premise that this area, perceived psychic distance, has not been widely 
researched in an Australian wine importer’s context, and in particular because of the recent 
research agenda proposed (Smith, et al., 2011). It also is an appropriate methodology given 
the complexity previous researchers have had in defining, measuring, and operationalising 
the psychic distance construct. It permits the researcher to answer “how” and “why” 
questions, which often are results of unclear phenomena that are inextricably linked to 
context (Yin, 2009). Four cases will be analysed in this study, and each case will represent its 
own unit of analysis. Key informants will be interviewed to ascertain the importance of a 
range of key factors in relation to the firm’s supplier relationships. Data will be collected via 
video conferencing software and the data analysed with a Computer Assisted Qualitative 
Data Analysis Software package. The technique used will incorporate within-case and cross-
case analysis (Eisenhardt, 1989), to effectively develop a chain of logic and build theory 
(Healy & Perry, 2000). 
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2 – Literature Review 
2.1 The Internationalisation of the Firm 
Internationalisation as a concept has been addressed in a variety of ways by different schools 
of thought. Stephen Hymer (1960 as cited in Hutzschenreuter, Pedersen, & Volberda, 2007) 
argued that internationalisation involves overcoming the disadvantages encountered in 
competing with local firms in a foreign market, being the first to introduce the firm as the unit 
of analysis in the field. Researchers have been hard pressed to established a single, 
universally accepted definition for this concept, with definitions ranging from “a pattern of 
investment in foreign markets explained by rational economic analysis of 
internationalisation” (Williamson, 1975 as cited by Coviello & McAuley, 1999) to broader 
definitions such as “the process of increasing involvement in international operations, [both 
inward and outward]” (Welch & Luostarinen, 1994, p. 84). Despite little academic entente, 
researchers have indicated the most holistic interpretation, incorporating economic and 
behavioural components, is Beamish’s (1990, p. 77) definition: “the process by which firms 
both increase their awareness of the direct and indirect influence of international transactions 
on their future, and establish and conduct transactions with firms in other countries” 
(Coviello & McAuley, 1999; Graves & Thomas, 2004). 
Multiple stage models have been used to describe the internationalisation process of firms 
(Bilkey & Tesar, 1977; Cavusgil, 1980; Czinkota, 1982; Johanson & Vahlne, 1977; Reid, 
1981). The popularised Uppsala (U-Model), originating at Uppsala university (Johanson & 
Wiedersheim-Paul, 1975), draws on Cyert and March’s (1963) behavioural theory of the firm 
and the theory of the growth of the firm (Penrose, 2009). The hypothesised premise is that 
firms acquire knowledge, develop learning experiences and that internationalisation 
represents a series of stepwise, incremental decisions. In other words, it focuses on the 
development and integration of experiential knowledge about markets, or the lack thereof, 
and how this impedes or promotes foreign market commitment. In Figure 1, as seen below, 
the internationalisation process is represented by the dynamics and interplays between the 
state and change aspects. This research draws on the internationalisation process theory’s 
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(Johanson & Vahlne, 1977) experiential knowledge and psychic distance and commitment-
trust theory’s (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) key mediating variables of relationship marketing. 
A lack of market knowledge results in a mental distance (Hallén & Wiedersheim-Paul, 1999) 
and presents significant difficulties to firms. In Figure 1, state aspects depict investments and 
resource commitments to a market and firm’s market knowledge, while the change aspects 
refer specifically to the resultant resource commitment decisions and activities (Johanson & 
Vahlne, 1977). The assumption is that knowledge and commitment to markets impact both 
commitment decisions and the way decisions are performed, which in turn constitutes the 
input for changes in the state aspects (Andersen, 1993; Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). However, 
there is contention over the value of such findings. Some have found that cultural similarities 
do not influence foreign market selection or the establishment chain proposed in the U-
model. For example, Swedish banks tended to “move to places where a large number of 
banks [were] already established” (Engwall & Wallenstal, 1988, p. 152). In fact, it is not 
learning caused by culture but rather rational choices that determine foreign market selection 
(Benito & Gripsrud, 1992). Nevertheless, psychic distance has become one of the most 
extensively researched, criticised and contentious constructs (Shenkar, 2001). First 
conceptualised as an idea of “nearness”, it gained prominence through the empirical studies 
of Nordic multinationals (Dow & Karunaratna, 2006). Reviewing the etymology, psychikos 
in Greek mean “soul” and refers to the cognitive and moral capacities of the mind (Prime, 





Figure 1 State and Change aspects of the Internationalisation Mechanism as 
presented by Johanson and Vahlne (1977, p. 26) 
 
2.2 Psychic Distance 
Despite its prominence in international business literature, psychic distance has since 
inception been haunted with definitional and measurement issues. The empirical salience of 
psychic distance has previously been questioned (Czinkota & Ursic, 1987; Nordström, 1991), 
especially in “the psychic distance paradox” (O’Grady & Lane, 1996) and “past its due date” 
(Stöttinger & Schlegelmilch, 2000). Nevertheless, this has not prevented it from becoming 
one of the most utilised international business constructs (Sivakumar & Nakata, 2001). 
Although Beckerman (1956) is known to have coined the term, and Linder (1961) to have 
added to its conceptualisation, it was through empirical studies of the behaviour of Nordic 
multinationals that it became widely acknowledged as an integral part of empirical studies 
and theoretical discussions (Dow & Karunaratna, 2006; Evans, Treadgold & Mavondo, 2000; 
Shenkar, 2001; Sousa & Bradley, 2006; Stöttinger & Schlegelmilch, 2000). 
Traditionally, psychic distance was considered to be “the sum of factors preventing the flow 
of information to and from markets. Examples are differences in language, education, 
business practices, cultures, and industrial development” (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977, p. 24). 
Drawing on the behavioural paradigm, firms are expected to first enter psychically close 
markets. As a result of market knowledge and commitment, firms develop experiential 
knowledge and their ability to pursue markets of successively greater psychic distance 
(Andersen, 1993). For example, Australian firms supposedly enter New Zealand first. As a 
result of a shared language, similar cultures and being geographically close, there is a low 
psychic distance. However, Canadian retailers’ internationalisation behaviour in the U.S 
provided an alternative explanation. O’Grady and Lane (1996) discovered that retailers failed 
to remain competitive, in spite of similar market conditions and low psychic distance. While 
there is some support for the idea that familiarity with a market may cultivate carelessness 
(Pedersen & Petersen, 2004), scholars often incorrectly use cultural distance measures as a 
proxy for psychic distance (Sousa & Bradley, 2006) or simply reinterpret it (Luo, Shenkar, & 
Nyaw, 2001; Simonin, 1999). Cultural distance as a substitute has been criticised as 
inadequate as the two are isomorphic, similar yet fundamentally different (Shenkar, 2001). 
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Moreover, according to Johanson and Vahlne’s (1977) original definition of psychic distance, 
cultural distance was but one aspect. The distinction between the two has become 
progressively blurred recently (Håkanson & Ambos, 2010).  
Psychic distance has also been used with several dependent variables including; entry mode, 
performance and international market selection (Prime, et al., 2009; Simonin, 1999; 
Stottinger & Schlegelmilch, 1998). It was proposed by Evans and Mavondo that psychic 
distance is “the distance between the home and foreign markets resulting from the perception 
of both cultural and business differences” (2002, p. 517). Another definition considers 
psychic distance to be factors that disturb firm learning and understanding about foreign 
markets (Nordstrӧm & Vahlne, 1994). Most important to this review is Fletcher and Bohn’s 
definition (1998), which describes psychic distance as an individually perceived distance 
dependent on an individual’s way of seeing the world. Whilst this definition is at odds with 
the way the construct’s previous interpretations, it is central to the perceived psychic distance 
argument. The cognitive capabilities of individuals and their past experience are paramount. 
Furthermore, in terms of the unit of analysis, the individual is appropriate considering the 
nature of decision-making. Moreover, psychic distance is better conceived not at a national 
level but an individual level. It is dependent on a decision maker’s existing knowledge 
(Lindbergh, 2004). 
Research has built on the original factors described by Johanson and Vahlne (1977) as 
impediments to information flows by theorising and empirically testing for further psychic 
distance stimuli. Some examples of items include; national culture, colonial links and 
education levels (Dow & Karunaratna, 2006). The stimuli researched by Dow and 
Karunaratna (2006) and other scholars to date have primarily been national level items and to 
keep consistent with the perceptual nature of psychic distance, individual level factors 
warrant attention. The stimuli researched in this study, as outlined by Smith et al. (2011), are 
objective characteristics of perceived psychic distance are include; education, language, 
cultural background, and international experience. 
 
Education 
A number of studies find that firm export tendency is a function of the decision maker’s 
foreign orientation. In one such study, managers from non-exporting firms were found have 
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lower education levels than their exporting counterparts (Dichtl, Koeglmayr, & Mueller, 
1990). The level of education is thought to be an important factor in reducing perceived 
psychic distance. Researchers have also argued that the ability to perform complex analyses 
and understand challenging information might be core to managers with greater educational 
levels (Wiersema and Bantel, 1992). Furthermore, individuals with international education 
experience are considered to be more prepared for internationalising (Child, Ng, & Wong, 
2002). In other words, bridging the distance between psychically distant countries, or those 
perceived to be psychically distant, is purported to be attainable through increased education. 
Consideration should be shown to the eventuality of a high level of education proving 
counterproductive and subsequently hindering the development of trust if partners feel 
threatened. However, psychic closeness among the countries England, Germany and France, 
for example, in Swift’s (1999) study are characteristically highly educated. A gap in the 
research exists, not satisfactorily explaining the correlation or association between countries’, 
and by extension individuals’, education levels and how this can contribute as a distance 
bridging factor in importer-exporter dyads. As such, the research question is: RQ - How do 
education levels, and international education, in managers influence the development of trust 
and commitment between parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
Language 
A system of arbitrary symbols and rules used to communicate thoughts and ideas, language 
mastery has been found to helps accelerate learning, adding a new dimension to how 
individuals view the world; whereas differences add to misunderstandings (Ali, 1995; Evans 
& Mavondo, 2002). It is universally acknowledged that language differences are a source of 
communication breakdowns, but the first time language was discussed as a problem was 
when psychic distance was only when it was described as ‘language difficulties’ and flight 
length across geographies (Beckerman, 1956). Fortunately, the definition of psychic distance 
extended to including multiple other factors, and relegated language to an “example” of said 
factors (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). Swift (1999) extrapolated his findings, indicating that a 
major contributory factor to psychic closeness was that of the common language between 
parties. Furthermore, in a study of French exporters, similarities in language or 
multilingualism in party members helped build trust and commitment. Exporters described 
language as a key element that helped with synchronisation between partners (Prime, et al., 
2009). Contrastingly, a study of the lack of FDI from Australia into the Asia Pacific at the 
time was attributed specifically to language and cultural differences (Sim & Teoh, 1994). 
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From a social psychology perspective, research has shown that the trust between parties is 
positively associated with the free flow of open and honest information (Jackson & 
Crockenberg, 1998). This research treats language proficiency and aptitude in business as a 
vital component of open and trustworthy communication flows within dyads. However, 
Schomaker (2006) contends that similarities in language could lead to false assumptions of 
similarities, not unlike the psychic distance paradox. Language is as much what remains 
unsaid, or is communicated non-verbally, as it is spoken. To illustrate this, we consider the 
example given by Lewis (2006), who likens the French language to a rapier, a weapon that is 
built to cut, thrust, parry all the while keeping a quick and elegant temperament. In popular 
literature, Gladwell (2009) briefly explores the idea that Asian students are better at 
mathematics because of the inherently logical structure of most Asian languages. Many 
linguistics researchers tend to support Whorf and Carroll’s (1956) hypothesis, which states 
that the language we speak largely determines our way of thinking, which consequently 
influences how thoughts are expressed. For example, in the Zulu language there are 39 
different existing words for the colour green. The language adapts itself to the requirements 
of the user and, given the lack of signposts and maps in the Sub-Saharan in the days before 
automotive transport, 39 different ways of communicating this seemly basic concept was a 
necessity (Lewis, 2006). Therefore, linguistic equality and synchrony in the dyad may 
positively influence the relationship. 
The effect of a manager’s multilingualism on relationships in the dyad may in fact be 
influenced, to an extent, by the nature of a language itself. This is why it is important at this 
stage of the research to ensure a stringent selection process of managers. This study intends to 
uncover the importance of language as a facilitator of network ties and trust development, not 
how or which particular languages are better suited to developing trust than others. As such, 
the research question is: RQ - How does language mastery in managers influence the trust 
and commitment of parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
Cultural Background 
The background of individuals can potentially act as a powerful determinant in the formation 
of successful relationships and the “more” different one perceives another’s culture to be, the 
greater the degree of distance (Conway & Swift, 2000). Perception is influenced by culture 
and in terms of value systems and an individual’s experience, it is highly subjective (Swift, 
1999). Despite culture being traditionally a national level indicator, research tends to suggest 
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that cultural background will powerfully impact a manager’s perceptions (Evans, et al., 2000; 
Fletcher & Bohn, 1998; Swift, 1999). In addition, it is likely that as a result of cultural 
affinities, the distance between parties can be reduced (Holden & Burgess, 1994) and trust 
can be better developed (Ghauri & Usunier, 2003). Furthermore, researchers have discovered 
cultural background to be of importance to the development of committed business 
partnerships (Dabholkar, Johnston, & Cathey, 1994). Perceptions of similarity stem from 
holding common beliefs about behaviour, goals, values, and motivations (Doney & Cannon, 
1997). French firms are typically sociable and act personably (Amado, Faucheux, & Laurent, 
1991) and this is even more apparent in Latin America (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 
1997). The establishment of relationships that are characterised by free flowing and honest 
information is more likely from similar cultures than those that don’t share similar 
background (Ahmed, Patterson, & Styles, 1999). French exporters in Prime et al.’s study 
(2009) mistrusted the American business approach, finding it false, opportunistic and not a 
platform for trust development. As such, perceptions and similarities are imperative when the 
nature of trust is not uniform across cultures (Zaheer & Zaheer, 2006). Coincidentally, Saleh, 
Ali, and Julian (2013) recently found that greater trust is likely when the importers and 
suppliers in a network are from similar cultural backgrounds. Perceived behavioural 
skepticism may follow when there is a lack of common background, upon which trust would 
normally be established. As such, the research question is: RQ - How does the cultural 
background of managers influence the trust and commitment of parties in the importer-
exporter dyad? 
International Experience 
International experience has recently gained prominence as a determinant of performance and 
international market selection (Conway & Swift, 2000; Saleh & Ali, 2009; Sousa & Bradley, 
2006). Importantly, Eriksson, Johanson, and Majkgård (1997) found that there are three main 
types of experiences important for internationalisation; business knowledge, institutional 
knowledge, and internationalisation knowledge. In this research, there is a focus on those 
general, and business, experiences that are not market specific, and how they influence 
perceptions of psychic distance, as previous research has indicated that individual experience 
impacts psychic distance levels (Dichtl, et al., 1990; Evans, et al., 2000). For example, Sousa 
and Bradley (2006) included experience as a control variable, measuring it with items that 
included level of overseas experience, exporting experience, and language proficiency. 
Johanson and Vahlne accounted for direct market experience in their research and found it to 
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be a vital factor (O’Grady & Lane, 1996) and it is only through experience of actual 
operations abroad that uncertainty, or psychic distance, is reduced (Johanson & Vahlne, 
1977). Conversely, some studies have found that experience had no effect on entry mode 
(Kogut & Singh, 1988). Important however, is that few researchers have treated international 
experience as scope as well as and length (Erramilli, 1991), and thus previous studies have 
“over captured” the construct. In his study of U.S based service firms’ entry behaviour, 
Erramilli (1991) identified that the length of international business or market experience was 
less important than actual scope and diversity, as it effectively reduces uncertainty across 
markets. Length and scope according to Erramilli (1991), refer to the number of years of a 
firm’s international engagement and the measure of actual geographic spread of experience 
respectively. It affords firms a feeling that they “have done this before”, which is a result of 
confidence gained through previous situations (Hohenthanl, Johanson, Johanson, 2013). 
Furthermore, Eriksson, Majkgård, and Sharma (2000) concluded that the effect of variation in 
prior experiences has a positive effect on knowledge building. This construct refers to 
experience of a business nature and although other studies have concluded that more general 
experiences such as student exchanges, education, and holidays reduce psychic distance 
levels (Child, et al., 2002; Dichtl, et al., 1990), these are omitted from this research or 
captured in a different construct.  
For this research however, the focus is rather on the firm’s key decision maker’s international 
experience and the resultant scope and length. That is to say, much of the literature has 
investigated experiential network knowledge, and how experience in a previous network for 
example has helped in the new business relationship; yet these are done at a SME level. As is 
detailed in section 3.3.3 - Case Selection, more than half a million Australian businesses 
employ only 1-4 people (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013a). Evidently, decision-making 
for the firm is the owner’s or manager’s prerogative. As such, the specific international 
experiential knowledge gained through networks by the firm, as it were previously described, 
will be equated in this study with the individual decision maker. In other words, the study 
treats all international experience gained by the manager as inherent to the firm and vice 
versa, especially as it relates to the cases selected. As such, the research question is: RQ - 
How does the international experience of managers influence the trust and commitment of 
parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
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2.3 Inward Internationalisation 
Importing is the neglected counterpart of international exchange relationships. Heavier focus 
has been placed on downstream efforts (Lye & Hamilton, 2001), despite the fact that many 
factors affecting exporting similarly have an influence on importing (Fletcher, 2001). 
Furthermore, importers are capable of convincing their partners to pursue further 
international markets, in order to develop and maintain competitive advantages (Katsikeas, 
1998). Motives for importing have widened to include elements such as quality improvement, 
worldwide technology exposure, delivery and reliability improvements, increased number of 
suppliers, foreign market presence establishment and reaction to competitor foreign sourcing 
practices (Trent & Monczka, 2003). Regardless, a heavier focus exists on downstream 
activities, marginalising the importer’s perspective (Knudsen & Servais, 2007; Lye & 
Hamilton, 2001). This is in spite of the fact that many factors that predict, act as incentives of 
and impede exporting generally influence importing in a similar fashion (Fletcher, 2001). 
The research imbalance regarding international purchasing is surprising as it had been 
implicitly believed a seller’s role was to seek out buyers, yet the literature is now exploring 
the importance of strategically purchasing, with closer relationships being a priority (Biemans 
& Brand, 1995; Cannon & Homburg, 2001; Hunter, Bunn, & Perreault, 2006;). The lack of 
research into inward internationalisation has also contributed to its largely passive role in 
international exchanges (Lye & Hamilton, 2001). This shift in the strategic relevancy of 
international purchasing is mainly driven by four trends; reduction in number of suppliers, 
up-scaling of demands on suppliers, increasing cooperation with suppliers, and decreasing 
time from producer to market (Biemans & Brand, 1995). However, there are findings from 
studies that suggest that close ties with suppliers are not necessarily wanted or needed 
(Cannon & Perreault, 1999; Wilson, 1995). 
Importer behaviour is defined by Liang and Parkhe (1997, p. 498) as “the decision process by 
which formal organizations establish the need for imported products and services, identify 
and evaluate alternative global suppliers, select a supplier located in another country, and 
manage the [Importer/Exporter] relationship”. Despite research in outward 
internationalisation being in its adolescence, studies have started to ascribe more value to 
importing, equalising the imbalance between international purchasing and sales. Because 
essentially, it is the importer’s prerogative and decision to continue to repurchase (Hewett, et 
al., 2006). Furthermore, although import behaviour research is still relatively nascent, an 
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array of aspects have been researched in an attempt to integrate findings and generate 
conceptual frameworks, synthesising the emerging field’s research. Examples include import 
stimuli (Katsikeas, 1998), antecedents and consequences of buyer-seller relationships 
(Hewett, et al., 2006), importer relationship performance and commitment (Lye & Hamilton, 
2001; Skarmeas, Katsikeas, & Schlegelmilch, 2002) and importer selection of foreign 
suppliers (Lye & Hamilton, 2001). In this review, the buyer-seller relationship of the dyad is 
most important and the resulting commitment.  
 
2.4 Trust and Commitment 
Trust is a party’s willingness to rely on an exchange partner in whom they have confidence 
(Moorman, Zaltman, & Deshpande, 1992). It is also defined as a party's belief that its needs 
will be fulfilled in the future (Anderson & Weitz, 1989). Moreover, as a result of growing 
research and emphasis on long-term relationships, trust has assumed a central role in 
relationship marketing and exists when parties are confident in their exchange partner's 
reliability and integrity (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Specifically, Morgan and Hunt (1994) 
propose commitment and trust as key determining variables in successful relationships and 
overall satisfaction. Researchers have since investigated how trust forms a positive 
relationship with commitment (Coote, et al., 2003; Kim & Oh, 2002). Additionally, 
researchers have found that close ties between parties in international contexts actually form 
important advantages for importers (Samiee & Walters, 2003; Sharma, Young, & Wilkinson, 
2006). Trust and commitment contribute to; stronger relational ties, higher satisfaction, and 
repurchasing intent (Doney & Cannon, 1997; Jonsson & Zineldin, 2003). The commitment-
trust theory is important in the buyer-seller relationship literature and the key mediators 
encourage parties to avoid short-term cost reductions, seek cooperative exchange 
relationships and engage in higher-risk alternatives with their partners (Morgan & Hunt, 
1994). Uppsala scholars recently acknowledged the need to refocus from market commitment 
to relationship commitment and include the importer’s perspective, believing experience to 
be a predictor of commitment (Johanson & Vahlne, 2006). From a behavioural standpoint, 
researchers have found trust to be pivotal to healthy, enduring relationships between 
exporters and importers (Costa, Bradley, & Sousa, 2012; Slater & Robson, 2012). In the 
context of SMEs in particular, whose firm level decision-making is equated with the 
individual decision-making, it is reasonable to infer that objective characteristics are 
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associated with trust and commitment. That is to say, individuals’ capacity to inspire trust and 
commitment in their suppliers may be contingent on their past and objective experiences. 
The resultant effect is a mutually beneficial relationship in which efficiencies, productivity 
and effectiveness are maximised. In accordance with Johanson and Vahlne (2006), how a 
relationship evolves depends on the individuals and trust, adding support to individual 
experience as a precursor. While trust and commitment can be determinants of psychic 
distance, they are also consequences of the relationship (Conway & Swift, 2000). Moreover, 
commitment is most commonly a dependent variable in relationship studies as it is essentially 
the outcome (Wilson, 1995), that is the intention of repurchase, which is most valued. 
 
2.5 Network Perspective 
A more recent attempt to increase the understanding of internationalisation is the relational 
school of thought, or network perspective (Blankenburg & Johanson, 1995). This perspective 
does not necessarily render invalid the concepts of incremental internationalisation or psychic 
distance; however, it draws on theories of social exchange (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Willer & 
Anderson, 1981), institutions (Scott, 2001) and resource dependency (Pfeffer & Salancik, 
1978) to predict a much less easily understood phenomenon and structure than has formerly 
been suggested (Bell, 1995). This stream of research is decidedly context specific and 
considers the network within which a business is situated, more so than the characteristics of 
that firm that facilitate growth. In other words, it is driven primarily by external forces, rather 
than those internal to the company. However, both approaches consider the process to be 
dynamic in nature and opportunities to internationalise a resultant of both. The key difference 
that sets the network perspective apart from traditional internally driven approaches, like the 
stage models, is the focus on external forces that drive the process. Research has grown to 
support the indispensability of formal and informal business ties in the shaping of 
internationalisation opportunities and this literature review will briefly overview three types 
of literatures; business networks, institutional networks and social networks. It is important to 
note that these perspectives are not mutually exclusive, in that they overlap, are constantly 
intertwined, and evolving over time (Chen & Chen, 1998). 
The business networks perspective also referred to as industrial networks, encapsulates all 
formal relationships between a firm and its supplier, stakeholders, competitors and customers 
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and has become one of few research areas to reach the pinnacle of international business 
literature (e.g. Blankenburg-Holm & Eriksson, 1999; D'Cruz & Rugman, 1996; Forsgren, 
Holm, & Johanson, 2005; Johanson & Mattsson, 1988; Johanson & Vahlne, 2003, 2006). The 
institutional network perspective does not focus as much on direct and formal business ties, 
but more on the networking and support provided by official government entities, financial 
institutions, trade promotion organisations, higher education and research institutions, and 
chambers of commerce (Hadjikhani & Ghauri, 2001; Welch & Wilkinson, 2004; Yiu, Lau, & 
Bruton, 2007). Finally, the social network perspective, while more prominent in international 
entrepreneurship research (Shirokova & McDougall-Covin, 2012), consists primarily of 
informal networks established through family, friends, and ethnic groups (Presutti, Boari, & 
Fratocchi, 2007). 
 
2.6 Theoretical Framework 
Figure 2 is a theoretical framework that has been developed for the purpose of this study. 
This research aims to develop a more comprehensive understanding of objective 
characteristics and their influence on the dyadic relationship. That is, it considers the 
perceived psychic distance stimuli in managers, and investigates the influence of these factors 
on trust and commitment. This proposed theoretical framework equates the individual with 
the firm, as in the majority of the cases, there are fewer than 4 employees at the company. In 
other words, the firm level column’s purpose is to show the objective characteristics of the 
individual bypassing through to the relationship marketing side of the framework. This 
demonstrates the perceived psychic distance concept in SMEs, where the firm and the 
decision maker are one and the same. These objective characteristics are internally driven and 
based on prior experiences and knowledge. Other factors that are external drivers, such as 
social, business, and institutional networks, are intentionally omitted from this theoretical 
framework.  
Based on the literature review, the stimuli are proposed to influence trust directly; however, it 
is possible that the proposed framework will not adequately describe the phenomenon once 
the research has been carried out. In other words, the literature suggests that while trust has 
many antecedents, it is one of the only antecedents of commitment, with respect to the dyad’s 
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relationship. Johanson and Vahlne (2006) believed that international experience influenced 
commitment. For this reason, the final framework may reflect a different structure. 
Figure 2  Theoretical Framework 
 
As such, this study will proceed by asking questions that relate to the stimuli’s influence on 
the relationship marketing aspects of international trade. Four questions were developed to 
steer this research and relate specifically to the internal, objective factors that govern 
managers’ behaviours. The research questions that will guide this study are: 
RQ1: How do education levels in managers influence the trust and commitment 
 between parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
RQ2: How does language mastery in managers influence the trust and commitment 
 of parties in the importer-export dyad? 
RQ3: How does the cultural background of managers influence the trust and 
 commitment of parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
RQ4: How does the international experience of managers influence the trust and 
 commitment of parties in the importer-exporter dyad? 
 
3 - Methodology 
This study will utilise a multiple case study design (Yin, 2009). The unit of analysis is the 
firm and its manager. The main strength of this design is the equating of the firm and 
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individual level. Decision-making in SMEs is generally the owner’s prerogative. As such, the 
“firm level” acts as a mask for owner/manager decision-making (see Figure 2). Each firm 
will represent an individual case; however, interviews with key informants are expected to be 
representative of the unit of analysis. Furthermore, a multiple-case study design is considered 
more appropriate than single-case designs, due mainly to the increased analytic power of 
multiple cases (Yin, 2003). The conclusions made from several cases bare more weight than 
those made from a single case (Eisenhardt, 1989). Next, accessing the correct informants is 
essential to getting the right information and in MNCs, despite being “richer”, it is more 
difficult (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2005). Multiple case studies encourage research of patterns 
and similarities among cases, and in doing so chance associations can be avoided. 
Additionally, multiple case studies permit replication and thus act as powerful tools for 
theory development (Eisenhardt, 1991). A chain of evidence can be established using 
multiple cases, which affords researchers a guarantee that what emerges is not idiosyncratic 
to a single case. Eisenhardt (1989) recommends between four and ten cases to generate 
theory and avoid diluting or losing contextuality. As such, this research will undertake four 
case studies. This will enable theoretical and literal replication, permitting the researcher to 
“identify subtle similarities and differences within a group ... and replication logic encourages 
researchers to go beyond initial impressions” (Chetty, 1996, p. 78). The replication approach 
will allow for the convergence of the  “proof” and treats each case as an individual 
“experiment”, after which theoretical propositions can be re-evaluated (Yin, 2009).  
 
3.1 - Case Selection 
This study utilises a purposive sampling technique, which is a non-random method whereby 
the researchers select “information rich” cases to investigate (Patton, 2005). It is a commonly 
used technique in qualitative research that is deliberately employed by the researcher when 
particular cases stand to give the most information (Merriam, 1998). The sampling frame will 
be the member’s directory of a small wine importers group, focussing on SMEs. Irrespective 
of the research question, SMEs are typically more candid and willing to participate in 
academic study (Ghauri, 2004). The focus will be on businesses with fewer than 20 
employees. Given the quasi ubiquity of this sampling approach in qualitative research, this 
study intends to utilise the method so as to answer the proposed exploratory research 
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questions. The main advantage to this approach is its ability to highlight interesting and 
valuable insights specific to the context of the phenomenon (Patton, 2005).  
 
3.2 Data Collection 
Semi-structured interviews with key informants were conducted as the primary data 
collection method, while company reports and other associated resources were used as 
secondary data sources of evidence. Not only do multiple sources add strength to the design, 
triangulation produces a more complete, holistic, and contextual portrait of the phenomenon 
(Ghauri, 2004). The interview protocol includes open ended questions and it is by 
interviewing decision makers that researchers find corroboratory or contrary evidence (Yin, 
2009). Data collection involved 30 minute interviews with key informants, and a total of five 
respondents were interviewed. The longest interview was 53 minutes and the shortest was 31 
minutes. The interviews resulted in approximately 53 pages of transcriptions from the 
primary data, not including other documents used for the analysis. 
To effectively conduct the interviews and collect data, Adobe Connect was used. This 
permitted the recording of the audio and visual parts of the interview, and was intended to 
help the interviewee also. The interviews were arranged via phone call and email, and before 
the interviews the researcher called to confirm the interview and step the interviewees 
through the software. All researchers have access to the recordings and meetings on the 
Adobe Connect website, and the meeting recordings are private to only those involved with 
the research.  
 
3.3 Data Analysis 
Upon completion of each Case Study, the findings were analysed and explored using a 
selection of techniques. The most important analytical strategy for this multiple case study 
was cross case analysis. In this research, the cross case analysis provides the reader with 
scrutinised comparisons across cases based on particular lines of questioning. While it is true 
that within case analyses afford readers a more intimate familiarity with the case 
(Amaratunga & Baldry, 2001), and also precede the cross case analyses, these types of 
analyses are not particularly well equipped for analytical generalisability (Eisenhardt, 1989). 
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Furthermore, it does not facilitate amendments to the proposed theoretical framework and 
may only produce findings that are specific to that case, and ungeneralisable across cases. 
Using cross case analysis, that is following replication logic (Yin, 2009), patterns may be 
uncovered and matched with each other, facilitating theory building from multiple cases and 
adding to the rigour and sophistication of the study (Amaratunga & Baldry, 2001; Eisenhardt, 
1989). Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) is used in this 
study. This program permits the researcher to transcribe interviews, code the transcripts, 
perform simple analyses, and also test hypotheses through a context specific theory-building 
tool.  
 
4 – Cases and Analysis 
4.1 The Cases 
A within case analysis is an important step in qualitative research, as permits the researcher to 
become “intimately familiar with each case as a standalone entity”; a significant task when 
justifying one’s own credibility as a researcher and that of the research (Eisenhardt 1989, p. 
540). Table 1 provides a brief description of the cases used in this study.  
 
Case Study Alpha 
Alpha is a small importer of specialty wines which are largely imported from the 
Martinborough and Hawkes Bay regions of New Zealand. The key informant described his 
business as being a one man show and he imports predominantly “pinot noir” which retails 
from between $25 and $60 typically. The business was started at the end of 2009 and 
operates in Melbourne, Victoria. Alpha is a typical small business, fitting the ABS’s “fewer 
than four employees” benchmark shown before, and the owner comes from a hospitality 
background. During his formative years, Alpha’s respondent studied French and proceeded to 
work in his family’s restaurant after completing secondary studies. However, he indicated 
that his international experience is limited to the Australian and New Zealander context, with 
the exception of his experience in the slow food movement in the United States of America. 
His expertise has stemmed from his working and managing restaurants and wines in the Asia 
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Pacific. Alpha imports from small wine producers in New Zealand and strives to bring to the 
Australian market those wines that are often overlooked by the larger organisations, ones that 
are artisanal and “groovy’. According to Alpha, the suppliers are predominantly part family 
run winemakers and became suppliers following a social relationship. That is, Alpha’s 
business is built on social relationships that became working business relationships. He 
indicated that with the size and reputation of the industry, he could afford to make importing 
decisions based on word of mouth and networks of wineries. 
 
Case Study Beta 
Beta is a new importer of traditional German ‘Apfelwein’, or ciders, which is based in 
Melbourne. It was started by two brothers, who could not find the high quality product in 
Australia. They decided in 2011 to leverage social relationships with the locals in Frankfurt’s 
Apfelwein region and take the premium ciders beyond the borders of Germany to the 
Australian market. Beta’s interviewee described the effort as an opportunity to fill a gap in 
the local market; a market that is highly appreciative of artisanal and craft products. Most 
importantly for Beta, is the culture and tradition behind the product and how the product is 
being received by their Australian customers. Their range of quality driven products have 
been coming to Australia since March 2012 and according to Beta there has been a strong 
appreciation in the niche market for products such as the “Freyeisen” cider, one of the most 
popular of the range imported. Beta’s informant comes from a strictly horticulture 
background, achieving a National Certificate of Horticulture and an Advanced Diploma in 
Horticulture. He has worked with and specialised in apples since completing high school, 
while his brother, who resides in Frankfurt, has a background in business and is employed by 
















Case 1 - α Beverages S Private Nov-09 - Wine 1 Hospitality 
Case 2 - β Beverages S Private Jun-11 Mar-12 Cider 1 Horticulture/Business 
Case 3 - γ Beverages S Private Feb-11 Aug-11 Wine 4 Business 
Case 4 - δ Beverages S Private - - Wine 1 Horticulture/Business 
 
Table 1 Summary of Case Studies
 21
Case Study Gamma 
Gamma is a small business which imports premium wines from France, and was established 
in 2011 following the founder’s extensive career in both production and wine purchasing. 
After deciding to look beyond production, the key informant wanted to import to Australia 
many of the exquisite wine products of producers that he had the fortune of working with in 
the past. Gamma imports fine wines from ‘premier cru’ sites, such as can be found in 
Burgundy, and the majority of wines retail from $20 to $150. The interviewee described his 
business as being very boutique, and one that has such positive relationships with suppliers 
that access to important information and leverage are key competitive advantages for 
him.Gamma can also be classified as a one man show, and is built on a strong production and 
business foundation. The interviewee spent 12 years working in wine production in France, 
New Zealand, and Australia before starting Gamma, and has also worked at a subsidiary of a 
large European beer company. It was there that he learned a lot from very hungry people. 
Being of French heritage, the respondent has a cultural background affinity with his suppliers 
and has the benefit of understanding the French production industry. He speaks French, 
English, and Spanish fluently; learning the languages for approximately eight years during 
his secondary education.  
 
Case Study Delta 
Delta is one of the newer cases, which imports a very large range of fine wines mainly from 
South America. The countries in which Delta has suppliers include; Uruguay, Argentina, 
Spain, and Chile. The business started in February 2011, and received the first shipment of 
wines six months later in August. In the beginning, they were importing 85 wines from only 
six wineries and have grown with exceptional speed. Today, they import over 400 wines from 
85 producers. The two founders of Delta, daughter and father, were interviewed for this case 
study and indicated that there was simply a supply problem. Not enough Australians were 
being exposed to wines from Spanish speaking countries. As such, Delta’s goal at inception 
was to broaden the average Australian wine consumer’s experience, by increasing exposure 
beyond the less than 1% of Hispanic wine consumption represented in Australia at the time. 
This was envisioned based on the reality that 25% of the world’s wine was being produced in 
such countries, and were simply not getting to the market. 
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4.2 Analysis and Discussion 
This section discusses the findings and establishes a set of resultant theoretical and practical 
implications. The findings will relate back to the literature discussed and framework 
developed in Section 2. It will also present findings that contribute to the extant literature. 
The main areas of contribution are summarised in Table 2.  
 
Education 
In this research, the cases all demonstrated different levels of education. The interviewees did 
not discuss their education extensively and addressed their backgrounds more specifically. It 
became more obvious that the cases with technical and production backgrounds hadn’t had 
extensive education. In other words, those cases that exhibited extensive backgrounds in the 
industry often had been there for a long time and had not had education beyond secondary 
school. Another study discovered that Chinese entrepreneurs with low education levels 
suffered from limited capabilities in terms of assessing domestic and foreign markets, and 
also had bounded entrepreneurial cognition of international business opportunities (Liu, Xiao, 
& Huang, 2008). Furthermore, some have argued that managers with higher educational 
levels are more likely to possess the cognitive ability to process complex information and 
analyse new situations (Wiersema and Bantel, 1992). This research discovered similar 
outcomes, as Delta had seen unprecedented growth in a short amount of time.  
The concept of bounded cognition is interesting to this study, as irrespective of direction of 
internationalisation, the most successful cases were arguably driven by managers with strong 
educational backgrounds, like Delta. On the other hand, Alpha spoke numerous times about 
the economic pressures faced in the market and he had not continued his studies after 
secondary education. To explain, a case may have a limited skill set before starting a 
businesses and, with the exception of experiential knowledge, would be cognitively 
outmatched by competitors with tertiary degrees. In short, there is some evidence that shows 
education levels might determine to an extent the capacity of individuals in this context. Dow 
(2009) posited that managers with higher levels of formal education may have a more muted 
responses to differences between countries, than a manager with a lower level of formal 
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education; however found that it had no effect on perceived psychic distance. However, there 
was evidence in this research suggesting that managers with more education were more 
considerate of the relationship. Alpha did not speak about networks and trust as extensively 
as Delta, and the analysis tended to suggest that educated managers are more cooperative or 
aware of the fact that they do not operate inside a bubble. Delta Interviewee 2 also indicated 
that they had been able to support their suppliers by de-risking their business and giving them 
more volume. 
With respect to the perceived value of education, Case Delta Interviewee 2 produced 
insightful comments about how his education supported his business, also conceding that 
experience and education were difficult to separate. Interviewee 2 described a number of 
skills that he accessed only through his education, and in particular the pattern recognition 
and logic is pertinent to this research. These are skills that qualify him as more 
internationalisation ready. Such skills, developed through higher education, appear to give 
these interviewees a wider range of abilities and an open-mindedness. In support of Child et 
al.’s (2002) and Wiersema and Bantel’s (1992) findings, Case Delta is a stellar example of a 
business whose managers may have strongly benefited from their education, domestic and 
international, when dealing with their suppliers. In terms of the findings relating to the 
perceived importance of education, there were inconsistent findings. This stemmed largely 
from the fact that not all informants had the same educational opportunities, and thus could 
not attest to its usefulness. They were, in other words, unable to discuss in detail the 
complexities of how their education, or lack thereof, was supportive to their role. These 
respondents tended to describe the value of education being one more of the industry. That is, 
there is more value in going to tastings and learning more about the product, and the skills 
and knowledge needed are derived directly from being proactive in an ever-changing 
industry. Some respondents answered questions as if they were operating their business in a 
vacuum. This could be a resultant of the lack of education, one that causes a 
misunderstanding or apprehension of some aspects of international business. It might also be 
explained by the open-mindedness research in a lot of Top Management Team (TMT) 
research (e.g. Dollinger, 1984; Wiersema & Bantel, 1992). In summary, this research 
question discovered some interesting perspectives on education and the associated impacts on 
the relationship. However, it is unclear as to how important education is in reducing 




This study found that some cases had no use for foreign languages, given the quasi ubiquity 
of the English language. For Gamma, the respondent was multilingual and indicated that he 
was proficient but rusty with his foreign language skills. Similarly, he suggested that he 
would need to make the effort, that is practice speaking Spanglish and Italian again, in the 
future if he were to undertake business with his contacts in other European countries. Just like 
Alpha, this case considered language to be a barrier to doing business, a skill that required 
effort and mastery before an effective relationship could be established. That is, a common 
language drove a successful relationship. Conversely, Delta exhibited a different perspective 
on languages and relationship success, characterising their working relationships as very 
positive in spite of the linguistic challenges. This language paradox stemmed primarily from 
the assumption that a language connection is fundamental to establishing a trusting and 
committed dyadic relationship. After all, researchers have found support for this notion 
(Prime, et al., 2009). There is also strong support behind language skills in reducing the 
divide between country differences and an individuals perception of distances (Dow, 2009).  
The respondents from Delta trivialised the idea that language can be an impediment to 
developing positive ties. In other words, the interviewees did not think language was an 
obstacle to be surmounted, but rather sought to make deep connections in other more 
meaningful ways. This is similar to the psychic distance paradox (O’Grady & Lane, 1996), 
which challenged the implicit assumptions about internationalisation theory and psychic 
distance. These findings are similar in that the assumptions about a priori differences are not 
substantiated. Whilst in the O’Grady and Lane (1996) study Canadian and US retailers had 
different values below the surface, case Delta’s assumed differences may represent similar, 
unsubstantiated asymmetries that are in fact not impediments to the internationalisation 
process. In other words, Delta’s case may be similar in that untrue assumptions are made 
based on the potential differences, which effectively misconstrue our expectations of them in 
dealing with a relatively different business environment. Taking into consideration Gamma 
now, there is a similar phenomenon. Researchers would intuitively think that French 
importers and exporters would all communicate without issue. However, Gamma made it 
clear that this assumption was untrue and that language, cultural, and behavioural differences 
impacted on the trust his suppliers had for him. Again, this is an example that challenges the 
implicit assumptions of psychic distance.  
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Delta demonstrated much tacit knowledge that could not be captured in this study, which is 
believed to be the reason that they did not consider language to be a barrier to their 
relationships. That is, their perceived psychic distance was already at a low level with respect 
to their international markets, and language did not have a bearing. This stands in marked 
contrast to Prime et al.’s (2009) findings, which suggest multilingualism to be a facilitator of 
synchrony between parties. In other words, parties were able to consistently stay on the same 
“wavelength” with the presence of a common language. The best way to interpret this 
supposed paradox is by considering synchrony as a facet of objective characteristics, one that 
is driven by most, if not all, of the factors contributing to an individual’s perceived psychic 
distance. The evidence suggests that there is more to determining positive dyadic 
relationships than just a common language and one’s education. In summary, there is some 
support based on these findings that a common language is important in reducing 
communication issues and being able to build the relationship. It is not however the 
characteristic upon which all positive relationships are contingent. As such, is it believed 
from these findings that a common language may not be necessary in instances where a 
manager can demonstrate proficiency with another more tacit objective characteristic, or 
rather supplant the deficient language skill with another that instills the supplier with the 
same confidence and trust. 
 
Culture 
There was support on cultural background and its appropriateness as a facilitator of 
relationship building. Firstly, the problems associated with thought processes tended to drive 
the behavioural issues and inconsistencies in the research conducted by Prime et al. (2009); 
however, there is less evidence of asynchrony between parties that share a similar 
background. In this research, Case Gamma Interviewee 1 described his international shared 
heritage, French, as the same as all of his suppliers. The findings tended to suggest that 
despite sharing the nationality, there exists rifts between regions within the country that 
create inherent, and decidedly untrusting, attitudes towards suppliers from different areas of 
the country. Interviewee 1 from Gamma said initially it could lead to problems, and he 
described the relationship between the North and South as untrusting. He continued to 
describe the issue as temporary and surmountable, albeit one that does necessitate a level of 
effort. This lends credence to the idea that patterns of thought amongst partners require 
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synchrony, and suggests that this may not necessarily be driven solely by shared heritage, as 
evidenced by Case Gamma. Furthermore, this research investigated a situation in which no 
heritage was shared between the parties, yet the patterns of thought and understanding were 
synchronous. This is counter intuitive to the literature in which Saleh et al. (2013) found that 
trust was more likely when dyads shared a cultural background.  
Case Delta Interviewee 2 described his international heritage as uniquely Australian; 
however, his international and cultural background, as well as Interviewee 1’s, was very 
extensive. He went as far as to describe himself as a citizen of the world, regardless of the 
fact that his immediate background lacks diversity. Both respondents demonstrated strong 
understandings and passions for other cultures and people, which for both interviewees was a 
key impetus for creating the company. Their extensive experience working, living, and 
travelling abroad affords them an idiosyncratic perspective upon which they have built a 
professional business that is performing strongly, in spite of the traditional obstacles 
associated with internationalising into psychically distant markets. In dealing with foreign 
markets, there are often stark differences between how businesses are run and this is 
confirmed by many of the cases, in particular Case Beta. According to the literature search, 
French firms are typically sociable and act personably (Amado, Faucheux, & Laurent, 1991), 
while this is even more prevalent in South American firms (Trompenaars & Hampden-
Turner, 1997). The findings suggest that Delta’s extensive cultural background contributes 
positively where the language spoken by suppliers is Span-glish. This case supports the idea 
that international heritage differences may be superseded by an understanding of thought 
patterns.  
Cultural similarity is reported to improve understanding between partners (Kogut & Singh, 
1988) and a common cultural background, their mutual trust (Coote, et al., 2003); however, 
based on these findings there is clearly a need to gain a deeper understanding of how cultural 
background is defined, its role in governing the trust, and subsequently commitment, as well 
as its role in this study’s theoretical model. The literature makes it clear that communication 
builds trust in relationships; however based on the findings, this research does not consider 
cultural similarity and background to be mutually exclusive. In other words, it should be 
possible to be culturally dissimilar based on heritage, but also to have the relevant 
background of experiences to facilitate communication. Again, superseding traditional barrier 
to the flow of communication like language, for example (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). These 
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findings describe a background that is inclusive of all types of backgrounds, not just where an 
individual’s parents and ancestors were from.  
In summary, there are two main findings. The first establishes that international, or shared, 
heritage does not always guarantee trust follows with respect to suppliers. This is evidenced 
by Case Gamma, in which party members shared a nationality, but there was a strong 
bidirectional mistrust at the beginning of the relationship. The findings tend to confirm the 
need for synchrony between partners’ patterns of thought (Prime, et al., 2009), yet our current 
understanding of cultural similarity may not sufficiently explain how trust is formed between 
parties with similar and dissimilar heritages. There is a need in the future to demonstrate the 
differences between international heritage and cultural background, so as to effectively 
measure the impact of these objective characteristics in future studies. The second elaborates 
on patterns of thought, and relates to Case Delta’s lack of shared international heritage, but 
strong passion and propensity for synchronising with their suppliers. Both Delta and Gamma 
had backgrounds that helped them in their relationships; however, the distinction between the 
two types requirements addressing in future research. Based on these findings, this study 
considers “background” to be more than just international heritage. This objective 
characteristic is malleable and as an experience it is more tacit in nature. Background as a 
definition extends to personal experiences with other cultures beyond the heritage and family 
instilled culture.  
 
Experience 
In this study, the analysis concluded that the differences in international experience tend to 
relate to scope. In cases Beta and Alpha, there are a lot of experience that relate to the 
industry and product specifically, which is aligned with the research into market specific 
knowledge and its components; institutional, and business knowledge. In Delta and Gamma, 
there exists more varied, and general, experience that relates to internationalisation 
knowledge. This type of knowledge is often described as more tacit. Firstly, the firms that 
exhibited backgrounds and experiences that were predominantly market specific or product 
related, demonstrated an aptitude for selecting the right products. These firms’ respondents 
spoke more frequently about trust in the regions and products with which they were involved, 
than did the respondents from the cases that possessed international experience of a different 
nature. The respondents with product and industry specific experience understood the 
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institutional and business network knowledge required to build a business, and they were able 
to instil confidence in their suppliers, which is key to reducing the uncertainty and improving 
a firm’s propensity to commit resources to a market (Johanson & Vahlne, 1977). In other 
words, for managers with diverse international experiences, there is an opportunity to reduce 
the perceived risk suppliers may have for exporting their product to the importers’ market, 
and to also develop their commitment to it and the relationship.  
Perhaps most importantly to this research and the literature, is that knowledge acquired 
through cross border operations in the past has been identified as internationalisation 
knowledge; whereas market specific knowledge relates to the institutional and business 
specific knowledge of the market (Eriksson, et al., 1997). The way that the cases used their 
experience was expected to reduce their perceived psychic distance, and consequently impact 
on the relationship of the dyad. Case Delta Interviewee 2 exhibited more general knowledge 
of internationalisation and had experiences of very generous scope. According to Erramilli 
(1991), this type of experience is more suitable to reducing perceived psychic distance in 
managers, which may result in more positive relationships with suppliers. While it is too 
difficult to differentiate the impact of international experience from international business 
experience in this study, there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that the scope of Delta’s 
experience has sufficiently compensated for their lack of international heritage and 
understanding their suppliers’ language. This is also consistent with findings from Scott-
Kennel and von Batemburg’s (2012) study that suggest individual experience helps overcome 
barriers to internal knowledge and that tacit expertise reinforces professionalism. 
Furthermore, scope of experience for Delta provided them with tacit knowledge that has been 
extremely beneficial in ambiguous situations. For example, Delta Interviewee 2 described 
that his experience taught him how to negotiate, be professional, understand patterns, balance 
the risk of the relationship, and give suppliers confidence. It is possible that the palette of 
skills required for further lowering perceived psychic distance can only be achieved through 
experience by scope. In other words, Delta demonstrated observing strengths and skills that 
may not be easily learned or replicated by other firms that do not have a more general 
knowledge of internationalisation. 
In summary, internationalisation and scope experience appear to be more effective in driving 
positive supplier relationships through reduced perceived psychic distance. Furthermore, 
those respondents from cases that have industry and product specific experience tended to 
place less importance on trust and commitment of suppliers to the relationship. Furthermore, 
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Delta’s interviewees indicated that their focus is not just on growing their own business, but 
establishing a positive sum game situation in which their suppliers are able to grow and “de-
risk” their own business. This is one important area, described as professionalism, upon 
which Delta indicated their successes were contingent, and a skill that many other 
competitors lacked. The next section will describe the implications for theory and practice, as 






Research gap Findings 
Objective characteristics Smith et al.’s (2011) stimuli can be understood as components of knowledge, and may be broken into two types; tacit and formal. 
• Language The paradoxical findings suggested that language is not always fundamental to trusting relationships, which contradicts some research findings (e.g. Swift, 1999). 
• International 
Experience 
Evidence showed that experience often was one of two types; market specific or general. It was found that general experiences 
were more useful to managers in supporting their relationships, which is in line with Erramilli’s (1991) scope argument. 
• Education There was no conclusive evidence discovered to link this objective characteristic to trust and commitment development in suppliers. 
• Background 
International heritage was found to be too myopic and there was evidence that background is more about the alignment or 
synchrony of attitudes and patterns of thought, which ratified findings from Prime et al. (2009) and is consistent with Doney and 
Cannon (1997). 
Stimuli hierarchy 
By ascribing a hierarchy to the objective characteristics, it has aided in the restructuring of the theoretical framework, and has 
helped to adequately explore how some characteristics behave with respect to the relationship marketing variables. It is largely the 




suppliers There is evidence to suggest that international experience, general in scope, may result in increased supplier commitment 
Policy implications The importance of international experience may solicit increased funding for business students who are undertaking semester exchanges 
 
Table 2 Summary of contributions
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4.3 Revised Theoretical Framework 
The results of this study complement the findings of Prime, et al., (2009), Evans, et al. 
(2008), and others who have argued that psychic distance is more than just an index. The 
main contribution of this research is likely to be the study of the objective characteristics, 
which was mandated by Smith et al. (2011). This study was able to form the framework into 
a more useful representation of how these stimuli behave in an importing context for 
Australian SMEs. These types of characteristics were segmented into specific types of 
knowledge, and this revised framework (Figure 3) depicts how these influence the 




Figure 3  Revised Theoretical Framework 
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5 – Limitations and Conclusion 
5.1 Limitations 
There exists a number of limitations to this study that should be noted. First, this study 
strived for “replication logic” and all cases represented wine or cider importing businesses. 
The main challenge in this becomes only understanding a very small part of how SME 
importers handle their relationships, and the wine contexts are idiosyncratic. A better 
understanding of how objective characteristics of managers could impact on the quality of the 
relationship might only follow in a different context. Nevertheless, this research’s 
consistency with respect to the industries is also a strength, since the goal of qualitative 
research is analytical generalisability. All firms were around a similar age, located in the 
same region, imported from international markets, and had previous international experience; 
both general and market specific. For the purposes of qualitative research, these are beneficial 
circumstances for theory building; however, are not suitable measures for future research into 
area such as the influence of the formal knowledge components of objective characteristics 
on relationship marketing.  
Next, only four cases were studied. According to seminal authors such as Eisenhardt (1989), 
the minimum requirement for qualitative case study methodology is four cases, such that the 
level of credibility when developing theory is sufficient. To improve the credibility, and 
overall trustworthiness, more cases may be required to establish a chain of logic. This is 
especially important when cases have their own idiosyncrasies that may not be replicable 
outside of the specified context. And finally, there were limitations associated with nature of 
the research and questions. Respondents were frequently asked to speak about their personal 
experiences, recalling objective information. While reliability in key informants in SMEs is 
argued to be higher than in large organisations (Homburg, et al., 2012), there is pressure on 
respondents to accurately describe how they believe their past experiences impacted on 
current circumstances. However, this research can conclude that in most instances the 
respondents were able to effectively recall these events.  
 
5.2 Concluding Notes 
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The aim of this study was to explore how managers’ objective characteristics, that is elements 
such as language, experience, background, and education, may influence the relationship they 
have with their suppliers, specifically their trust and commitment to the relationship. It was 
found that the characteristics of managers tend to fit into experiences that were either formal 
or tacit, of which the latter represents more important and malleable experiences in the 
development of successful relationships. The findings relating to language and cultural 
background are surprising and shed more light on how trust may not immediately result from 
these affinities. Finally, the new theoretical framework provides future researchers with more 
a thorough understanding of how these perceived psychic distance stimuli behave in relation 
to importers’ relationships with suppliers. This may become more important as changes to the 
global economy see Australia becoming more integrated and consumers’ tastes shifting This 
research extends the nascent body of literature on perceived psychic distance by uncovering a 
hierarchy inherent in the characteristics. Consequently, it has opened up new areas of 
potential inquiry, for example, how international experience impacts trust and whether it does 
so directly or through a mediator. In the future, it would be worthwhile for researchers in this 
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